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To advance the knowledge of environmental fate of nanomaterials, we systematically investigated the
dissolution of polymer-coated CdSe/ZnS quantum dots (QDs) under UV (254 nm) irradiation. The envi-
ronmental effects (i.e., irradiation intensity, dissolved oxygen, temperature, and humic acid), as well as
the coating effects on dissolution kinetics of QDs were investigated. Our results showed that higher
irradiation intensity and temperature increased ion release rates (Cd2þ, SeO4

2�, and Zn2þ), whereas the
different polymer coatings varied the dissolution rates. The absence of dissolved oxygen inhibited the
dissolution of QDs, and we further demonstrated that the dissolution was a photo-oxidative process
involved superoxide radical formation. Humic acid had a twofold effect on dissolution due to its
photosensitization and photoabsorption for UV irradiation. Finally, an empirical kinetic law was
proposed to interpret the above environmental effects. This study lays groundwork to better understand
the environmental fate of QDs.

� 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Semiconductor quantum dots (QDs) have been widely used in
many fields such as medical diagnostics (Chen et al., 2008), drug
delivery (Walther et al., 2008), DNA-based nanosensors (Zhang and
Hu, 2010; Zhang et al., 2005), and solar energy conversion (Luque
et al., 2007). CdSe/ZnS QDs are one of the frequently utilized QDs
in these fields owing to their unique optical properties such as
bright fluorescence (Michalet et al., 2005), wide absorbance range
(Nga et al., 2011), narrow emission spectrum (Michalet et al., 2005),
broad UV excitation (Zhang et al., 2011a), and size-dependent
emission (van Sark et al., 2001).

With the rapid growth in commercial and biomedical applica-
tions, QDs may eventually enter the environment (Navarro, 2012;
Slaveykova and Startchev, 2009; Zhang et al., 2007). Even after
conventional water treatment, residual QDs could remain in treated
water (Zhang et al., 2007). The residual QDs may undergo weath-
ering and release toxic ions that exhibited toxicity to bacteria
(Mahendra et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011), Chlamydomonas rein-
hardtii (Domingos et al., 2011), and macroinvertebrate (Lee et al.,
2010). Therefore, it is of great importance to understand the envi-
ronmental fate and transformation such as dissolution of QDs after
their entry into environment. Previous studies indicated that
. Chen).
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exposure to dissolved oxygen (DO) led to Cd2þ release from QDs
(Derfus et al., 2004; Guo et al., 2003). Successive addition of an
inorganic layer (ZnS), small organic ligands (mercaptoacetic acid),
and a cross-linked organic shell (bovine serum albumin) progres-
sively decreased the dissolution of CdSe QDs (Derfus et al., 2004).
Despite many literature reported the dissolution of QDs (Cho et al.,
2007; Kirchner et al., 2005; Llopis et al., 2011), the dissolution
mechanisms and kinetics of QDs have not been systematically
investigated yet. Moreover, the environmental effects (e.g.,
temperature) and the effect of different polymer surface coatings
on ion release kinetics of QDs have not been well documented.

The photo-induced production of reactive oxygen species (ROS)
has been attributed as one of the key mechanisms for causing
instability and dissolution of QDs (Cho et al., 2007; Ipe et al., 2005;
Pechstedt et al., 2010), although it is not completely unanimous
about the role of ROS in photochemical dissolution. For example,
CdSe/ZnS QDs stabilized with mercaptoacetic acid ligands did not
produce any radicals under UV irradiation (Ipe et al., 2005).
However, some studies found that �OH was generated by CdSe/ZnS
QDs under UV irradiation (Llopis et al., 2011), and �OH and O$�

2 were
both detected in illuminated CdSe/ZnS QDs with biotin surface
coating (Green and Howman, 2005). Furthermore, QDs are
considered as efficient energy donors that could transfer energy to
O2 to produce singlet oxygen (1O2) (Clapp et al., 2004). The ROS
production not only promotes the weathering process of QDs but
also has adverse biological impacts (Bakalova et al., 2004).

mailto:yongsheng.chen@ce.gatech.edu
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02697491
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/envpol
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2012.01.047
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2012.01.047
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2012.01.047


Y. Li et al. / Environmental Pollution 164 (2012) 259e266260
Particularly, QDs induced ROS generation inside bacterial cells but
the species of ROS were not identified (Slaveykova et al., 2009).
Clearly, there is a need to understand the ROS formation mecha-
nisms of QDs and to pinpoint the role of ROS in the photochemical
stability of QDs.

This study aims to elucidate the dissolution mechanisms of
QDs in aqueous environments with exposure to UV irradiation,
which is generally present in natural environments and
enhanced water treatment process (e.g., UV disinfection). Poly-
diallydimethylammounium chloride (PDDA)-coated CdSe/ZnS QDs
were selected for this research because they are commercially
available and representative QDs (Zimnitsky et al., 2007), which
exhibit good colloidal stability. PDDA is a positively charged ionic
polymer that acts as both the reducing and stabilizing agent that
prevents oxidation and agglomeration (Chen et al., 2006; Yang
et al., 2005). Particularly, the environmental effects (i.e., irradia-
tion intensity, DO, temperature, and HA) and polymer coating
effects on the dissolution kinetics of polymer-coated CdSe/ZnS QDs
were investigated. Finally, we analyzed the formation of ROS and
proposed the dissolution kinetics model equation based on the
reaction stoichiometry. To the best of our knowledge, it is the first
time that the environmental and coating effects on dissolution
kinetics as well as the dissolution mechanism of QDs under UV
irradiation are systematically investigated. Knowledge obtained
from the dissolution kinetics study should also benefit the under-
standing of fate and transformation of QDs after their entry into the
UV treatment process, where the transformation of QDs largely
depends on the UV exposure conditions (e.g., irradiation intensity
and exposure time).

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Materials

Water suspensions of CdSe/ZnS core/shell QDs with three types of coatings were
purchased from American Ocean NanoTech, LLC. The coatings are PDDA, poly
(ethylene glycol) (PEG) with a carboxylic acid terminal end group, and PEG with an
amine terminal end group, respectively. The molar concentrations of the three types
of QDs were 8.0 mM. The total Cd concentrations of the three types of QDs in their
stock suspension were 907�18, 700�10, and 382�14 mg/L, respectively. The
dissolved Cd2þ concentration from the three types of QDs in their stock suspensions
were also measured as 0.45� 0.02, 0.32� 0.01, and 0.19� 0.01 mg/L, respectively,
which accounts for approximately 0.5% of the total Cd. According to the vendor, QDs
will remain monodisperse in the stock solution without aggregation for one year
when stored in a sealed bottle at 4 �C. Other chemicals used are shown in section S1
of the Supporting Information (SI). Deionized (DI) water (resistance >18.2 MU)
produced by a water purification system (Thermo Scientific, USA) was used for the
preparation of all solutions.

2.2. Characterization of QDs

The morphology and size of the original stock suspensions of QDs were deter-
mined by high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HR-TEM) on a Philips
EM420 at 450 kV. Each TEM sample was prepared by placing a drop of fresh aqueous
QD suspension on the surface of a copper grid with a continuous carbon film coating,
followed by evaporation in the dark at room temperature. The mean particle size
distributionwas statistically computed from at least 30 particles for each type of QDs
via the image processing and analysis program ImageJ.

Hydrodynamic diameters and particle size distributions (PSDs) were deter-
mined by dynamic light scattering (DLS) on a Zetasizer Nano ZS instrument (Mal-
vern Instruments, UK) using 1 mL of diluted aqueous QD suspension in a standard
macro-cuvette (1 cm in pass length). The temperature was maintained at room
temperature (25� 2)�C, and the scattering angle was 173� . The DI water and all
solutions used for QD experiments were verified via DLS analysis to be free of
particles. In addition, the same Zetasizer Nano ZS instrument was employed to
measure zeta potentials of QDs. The reported average zeta potentials and standard
deviations were determined from three independent measurements.

Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) measurements were used to
confirm the composition of the surface coatings. The samples were prepared by
dropcasting the QD suspension onto the fluid cell (PIKE Technologies) and then
drying at room temperature. Spectra were acquired in transmission mode with the
empty sample chamber as blank.
2.3. Dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs under UV irradiation

Section S2 of the SI provided a detailed experimental setup. Briefly, 5 mL of QD
suspension containing 1.22 nmol/L QDs (equivalent to 140� 3 mg/L of Cd) was
prepared by diluting the concentrated stock suspension with air-saturated DI water
and placed in a polystyrene Petri dish (5 cm in diameter). The Petri dish was placed
under a 4WUVPmodel UVGL-25multiband ultraviolet lamp (254 nm). The distance
between the UV lamp and the Petri dish can be adjusted to vary the irradiation
intensity; the powder density ranged from 0.30e1.35 mW/cm2 as measured by
a UVX radiometer (Model UVX-25, UVP Co.). A blank experiment was carried out in
the dark (no light exposure) to obtain the background dissolution of QDs without UV
irradiation; the background dissolution was subsequently subtracted from the
concentrations of released ions under UV irradiation. All dissolution experiments
were conducted at least in triplicate to confirm their reproducibility. Four mL of the
QD suspensionwas sampled at different UV exposure times (0e18 h), and the liquid
sample was filtered using Amicon Ultra-4 centrifugal ultrafilter containing porous
cellulose membranes with a nominal particle size limit of 1e2 nm (Amicon Ultracel
3K, Millipore, USA) to remove solid QDs. After centrifugation for 30 min (5430R,
Eppendorf, German) at 7000� g, 3 mL of the filtrate was collected and mixed with
2 mL of trace-metal grade HNO3 (67e70%, w/w, Fisher Scientific). The metal
elements of the QD samples were analyzed using inductively coupled plasma-mass
spectrometry (ICP-MS, Elan DRC II, PerkinElmer, USA) as described previously
(Zhang et al., 2011a). DLS measurements were used to verify that all non-dissolved
QDs were removed from the filtrate. Sections S3 and S4 in the SI describe the
digestion and mass balance verification for the method of quantifying QDs with the
Amicon centrifugal filter.

2.4. Environmental effects on dissolution kinetics

Irradiation intensity was varied by adjusting the distance between the UV lamp
and the Petri dish, as shown in Fig. S1a. The UV irradiation intensities at different
distances were measured and shown in Fig. S1b. The effect of DO was studied by
comparing the dissolution of QDs in aerobic and anaerobic conditions. In the aerobic
condition, as mentioned above, the Petri dish was placed in the open air, and the DI
water used to prepare the diluted suspension of QDs was air-saturated with a DO
concentration of approximately 7.8 mg/L. In the anaerobic condition, the DI water
was purged with ultrapure N2 for 1 h to remove DO and then was transferred to an
anaerobic glove box (Coy Laboratory Products Inc., USA) containing a mixture gas of
4% H2 and 96% CO2 (1 atm) for diluted QD suspension preparation and UV irradiation
experiments. The DO concentration in the QD suspension was measured by DO
meter (Orion 083010 MD, Thermo Scientific). The DO concentration in air-saturated
and deoxygenated DI water was 9.1 and <0.1 mg/L, respectively. To determine the
effect of temperature on the dissolution kinetics, the experiments was performed at
0 �C (in a water bath mixed with ice), 23 �C and 37 �C in a temperature-controllable
oven (VWR, USA). HA is ubiquitous in surface waters and likely affects the disso-
lution kinetics of QDs (Hassett, 2006). In this study, the dissolution kinetics of QDs
was also carried out in the presence of HA (Suwannee River humic acid II, Inter-
national Humic Substances Society) at 0e50 mg/L to represent typical surface and
ground water concentration (Li et al., 2009). The ion release was monitored after
addition of HA under UV irradiation of 3 h.

2.5. Effect of surface coatings

As mentioned above, three types of QDs with distinct polymer surface coatings
(i.e., PDDA, PEG-carboxylic acid, and PEG-amine) were used in the dissolution
kinetics under the same UV irradiation and other experimental conditions.

2.6. Measurement of ROS

t-BuOH (30 mM), L-histidine (80 mM) and superoxide dismutase (SOD) (2000
unit/L) from Escherichia coli were used to scavenge �OH, 1O2, and O$�

2 , respectively.
�OH, 1O2, and O$�

2 concentrations were assayed according to the method described
by Cho et al. (2009). Briefly, XTT sodium salt (0.15 mM, Sigma Co.) was used as an
indicator for O$�

2 . The stock solution (5.25 mM) was prepared and stored for no
longer than one week at 4 �C. As the photochemical reaction proceeded, 1 mL of the
sample was withdrawn from the Petri dish using a syringe and injected into a quartz
vial. The concentration of orange-colored formazan that formed after reaction of XTT
with O$�

2 was measured using an Agilent 8453 UVevis spectrophotometer at
450 nm. The XTT reaction in the absence of QDs was determined as a control and
subtracted from the values observed in the presence of QDs.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Characterization

HR-TEM was used to characterize the morphology and measure
the size of QDs. TEM images for the three types of QDs are shown in
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Fig. 1aec with the molecular formulas of the three types of QDs
shown as insets. All QDs were spherical with a relatively uniform
size distribution. The diameters of PDDA-coated QDs, PEG-
carboxylic acid-coated QDs, and PEG-amine-coated QDs were
3.4� 0.5, 3.0� 0.4, and 3.9� 0.5 nm (see Fig. S2 for the particle size
distribution), respectively, which agreed with the manufacturer-
reported values. Some crystal lattice of QDs could be observed as
marked by the red arrow, whereas the surface coating of QDs was
not visualized from these TEM images.

FTIR spectra in Fig. 1d were used to confirm the presence of the
QD surface coatings. A list of vibrational attributions for the coat-
ings of the three types of QDs is shown in Table 1. The FTIR spec-
trum of the coating of PDDA-coated CdSe/ZnS QDs was similar to
that of the pure PDDA (Chen et al., 2006), although there were
slight shifts in wavenumber. The slight shift of wavenumber
compared the pure PDDA may come from interaction between
PDDA and QDs, which also occurred when mixing PDDA with Au
nanoparticles (Chen et al., 2006). Unfortunately, for PEG-carboylic
acid or PEG-amine coated QDs, the amine and carboxylic acid
Fig. 1. (a)e(c) HR-TEM images of PDDA-, PEG-carboxylic acid-, and PEG-amine-coated Q
a function of pH for the three types of QDs.
groups did not elicit significant signals that could be below the
detection limit of FTIR.

The DLS measurement in Fig. 1e indicated that all QDs in water
suspensions had hydrodynamic size distributions of approxi-
mately 60e120 nm, which was greater than the TEM measure-
ment because TEM measures the core particle size, whereas DLS
also accounts for the size contribution from surface coatings.
Moreover, DLS size is greater than TEM size could also be due to
some minor aggregation or the measurement bias of the DLS
technique toward large particles or aggregated clusters (e.g., the
scattering intensity is proportional to d6, where d is the diameter
of the suspended particles). The polydispersivity indexes (PDIs) as
a measure of the broadness of the size distribution of the PDDA-,
PEG-carboxylic acid-, and PEG-amine-coated QDs were 0.123,
0.352, and 0.356, respectively. When PDIs are less than 0.25, the
QD suspensions are considered monodisperse without aggrega-
tion (Gutierrez et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2011b). The number-
averaged and volume-averaged PSDs are also provided in section
S6 of the SI.
Ds, (d) FTIR spectra, (e) Intensity-averaged PSD diagrams, and (f) zeta-potentials as



Table 1
Vibrational attributions for the coatings of the three types of QDs.

CdSe/ZnS QDs Wavenumber
(cm�1)

Attributions Reference

PDDA-coated QDs 3361 OeH (Chen et al., 2006)
1468, 1630 dC]C

1564 CeN
2923 Asymmetric CH2 (Gregoriou

et al., 1997)2852 Symmetric CH2

PEG-carboylic acid
or PEG-amine
coated QDs

1760 C]O (Kolhe and
Kannan, 2003)

1110 CeOeC (Billingham
et al., 1997)

2850e3000 CH2 (Kolhe and
Kannan, 2003)

3200e3600 OeH (Mansur et al., 2004)
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Zeta-potentials for the three types of QDs are shown in Fig. 1f as
a function of pH. At pH of 5.6 (the initial pH of our dissolution
experiment), the mean zeta-potentials were 4.0, �25.2, and
14.0 mV for PDDA-, PEG-carboxylic acid-, and PEG-amine-coated
QDs, respectively. The iso-electric points (pHzpc) for the three
types of QDs were approximately at 10.8, 2.8, and 8.7, respectively.
During the zeta potential measurement, hydrodynamic diameters
were also measured and the results confirmed that the QDs had no
aggregation.

3.2. Effect of irradiation intensity on the dissolution kinetics of
PDDA-coated QDs

As shown in Fig. 2, dissolution rates for both Cd and Se signifi-
cantly increased as the irradiation intensity increased although QDs
can also dissolve slightly under dark conditions. This indicates that
the dissolution of PDDA-coated QDs was a photo-oxidation process
as suggested previously (Ma et al., 2006; van Sark et al., 2001).
While Se release was shown to increase proportionally with the
increasing irradiation intensity, the release of Cd did not increase
significantly as the intensity was elevated from 0.75 to 1.35 mW/
cm2. Moreover, the release of Cd reached equilibrium after
approximate 5 h exposure to UV, whereas for Se the equilibrium
time was approximately 12 h. The appearance of the dissolution
equilibrium is clearly indicative of the presence of other limiting
factors for the photo-oxidation of QDs, which is further discussed in
the following mechanism section.

It is also worth mentioning that the dissolution kinetics in this
study was only described by the dissolution of Cd and Se, because
the released Zn2þ concentrations (results not shown) had certain
fluctuations, probably due to chelation between the released Zn2þ

and the PDDA molecules or the precipitation of ZnS.
Fig. 2. Dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs in air-saturated DI water at room temper
concentration of QDs 140� 3 mg-Cd/L).
3.3. Effect of DO on the dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs

Fig. 3 shows the dissolution of QDs with and without exposure
to air. Within the three-hour UV irradiation, the released concen-
trations of Cd and Se were 50.4 and 6.8 mg/L, respectively, in the air-
saturated water suspension, whereas in the glove box the released
concentrations of Cd and Se were only 12.1 and 2.3 mg/L, respec-
tively. Because of the lack of oxygen in the anaerobic glove box, the
dissolution of QDs was not sustained after depletion of residual
dissolved oxygen, indicating that the dissolution of QDs can only be
initiated by the photo-oxidation under UV irradiation. This result
agrees with the previous findings that preventing QDs from
exposure to oxidative environments could inhibit Cd2þ release
(Derfus et al., 2004; Guo et al., 2003).

3.4. Effect of temperature on the dissolution kinetics of PDDA-
coated QDs

Fig. 4 shows that the temperature influence on dissolution
kinetics was evident. Increasing the solution temperature from 0 to
37 �C significantly increased the release rates of both Cd and Se.
Increasing temperature generally enhances the mass transfer rates
of dissolved oxygen to the reaction sites on the surfaces of QDs, and
also lowers the reaction activation energy, which leads to faster
reaction kinetics according to the transition state theory. Thus, the
effect of temperature on dissolution kinetics of QDs can also be
interpreted using the Arrhenius-based kinetics model in our
previous article (Zhang et al., 2011b). In this regard, the Arrhenius-
based kinetics equation was employed to fit our experimental data
for Cd and Se in Fig. 4 and the fit equations, correlation coefficients
(R2), as well as the fitting parameters are shown in section S7 in SI.

3.5. Effect of HA on the dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs

HA are commonly present in surface and ground water (Li et al.,
2009), which may influence the environmental transformations of
QDs. Fig. 5 shows that PDDA-coated QDs released more Cd and Se as
the HA concentration increased from 0 to 20 mg/L and 5 mg/L,
respectively, which could be the sensitization effect of HA and the
generation of ROS that enhances the photo-oxidative dissolution of
QDs (Fisher et al., 2006). Further increasing the concentration of HA
to 50 mg/L reduced the extent of Cd release and this is probably
becauseHAcould complexwith heavymetals (Kamei-Ishikawa et al.,
2008; Mantoura et al., 1978; Pinheiro et al., 1994), thereby reducing
the concentrations of the dissolved metal ions from QDs. Moreover,
HA may act as a reducing buffer and UV filter for QDs (Vione et al.,
2009) that may consume ROS and consequently inhibit the dissolu-
tion of QDs as we observed at elevating concentrations of HA.
ature under UV intensities of 1.35, 0.75, and 0.38 mW/cm2 (initial pH 5.6 and initial



Fig. 3. Dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs in air-saturated and deoxygenated water in the glove box at room temperature under UV irradiation (UV intensity 1.35 mW/cm2;
other conditions were the same as in Fig. 2).
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3.6. Effect of coatings on the dissolution kinetics of PDDA-
coated QDs

Fig. 6 shows that the dissolution rate was highest for PEG-
carboxylic acid-coated QDs, followed closely by PEG-amine-
coated QDs, and then PDDA-coated QDs. Thus, PDDA coating
appeared to resist photo-oxidation to a greater extent than PEG
coating. The different dissolution rates were largely caused by the
difference of the distinct surface coating molecules (Zook et al.,
2011). It was reported that the QDs coated with longer chain,
higher molecular weight, and structural complexity of the ligands
should be more stable (Aldana et al., 2001). The chain length and
structural complexity of PDDA are clearly higher than that of PEG,
which probably interprets the lower dissolution rate of PDDA-
coated QDs compared with those of PEG-coated QDs. Clearly, the
three types of surface coatings did not prevent the photo-oxidation
but only slightly inhibited the dissolution to some extents, which is
consistent with previous findings (Cho et al., 2007; Derfus et al.,
2004; Ma et al., 2007; van Sark et al., 2001). For example,
different surface coatings (e.g., ZnS, BSA, DHLA, and polyacrylate/
streptavidin) of CdSe QDs were found to affect the dissolution
kinetics to different extent (Derfus et al., 2004).

Otherenvironmental effects suchaspHwill certainly influence the
dissolution kinetics of QDs (Schmidt and Vogelsberger, 2006; Zhang
et al., 2011c). Because pH not only influences the reaction thermo-
dynamics (see the photo-oxidation mechanism analysis below) but
also changes the stability or aggregation state of QD dispersions,
which also affect the dissolution kinetics (Petosa et al., 2010), itwould
be less meaningful to discuss the single pH effect on the dissolution
kinetics. However, to investigate the dissolution mechanisms, we
monitored the solutionpH,whichdecreased slightly from5.6 to4.5 as
Fig. 4. Dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs in air-saturated DI water at different temper
and UV intensity 1.35 mW/cm2).
the photo-oxidation reaction proceeded (see details in section S8).
With the decreasing pH, the surface of QDswould bemore positively
charged (Fig.1(f)), which tends to increase the electrostatic repulsion
between individual QDs and leads to more stable dispersions of QDs.
This is desirable because the same particle surface areas of QDs are
expected to be exposed to UV irradiation so that the potential effect
from the instability of QDs on dissolution kinetics was minimal.

3.7. Photo-oxidation mechanism

When QDs are excited by incident photons carrying higher
energies than the band gap of QDs, a bound electron-hole pair is
formed, which could react with the surrounding oxygen molecules
to produce ROS, including 1O2,

�OH, and O$�
2 (Ipe et al., 2005; Ma

et al., 2007). Two independent methods, scavenging experiments
and UVevis were conducted to analyze the formation of ROS during
the dissolution of QDs under UV irradiation. The effect of radical
scavengers on Cd2þ release kinetics is shown in Fig. 7(a). When
excess �OH (30 mM t-BuOH) and 1O2 (80 mM L-histidine) scaven-
gers were used, Cd2þ release did not change appreciably, indicating
that �OH and 1O2 were not the main ROS involved. When excess O$�

2
scavenger (2000 unit/L SOD) was added before 90 min of reaction,
a pronounced retardation of the Cd2þ release rate of QDs was
observed, indicating that photoexcitation of QDs leads to O$�

2 ,
which may act as a precursor inducing the oxidative dissolution of
QDs. Interestingly, SOD led to an increase in Cd2þ release after
irradiation for 90 min, probably because SOD catalyzed the
conversion of O$�

2 into H2O2, which promoted Cd2þ release, as
shown in the reaction below (Lovric et al., 2005):

2O$�
2 þ 2H2O %

SOD
O2 þ H2O2 þ 2OH�
atures under UV irradiation (initial pH 5.6, initial concentration of QDs 140� 3 mg-Cd/L,



Fig. 5. Ion release of PDDA-coated QDs as a function of HA concentration after three-hour UV irradiation (initial pH 5.6, initial concentration of QDs 140� 3 mg-Cd/L, and UV
intensity 1.35 mW/cm2).
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Thus, H2O2 is most likely the intermediate oxidant that reacts
rapidly with QDs at ambient conditions (Pechstedt et al., 2010).

To confirm the generation of ROS, XTT was used as an indicator
to investigate O$�

2 . Fig. 7(b) shows the changes in the absorption
spectra at l¼ 450 nm that indicate the production of O$�

2 . The
quantity of O$�

2 produced was calculated using the molar extinction
coefficient 2.16�104 M�1 cm�1 for XTT (Sutherland and
Learmonth, 1997). The absorbance at 180 min was approximately
0.71, and thus the QDs generated O$�

2 at an estimated concentration
of approximately 33.1 mM after 180 min of UV irradiation; the
production rate of O$�

2 was 0.18 mM/min.
To explore the reaction stoichiometry of QDs, we first deter-

mined the possible ionic species that were present after photo-
oxidation of QDs (see details in section S8). According to the Eh-
pH diagrams, Cd2þ, SeO4

2�, Zn2þ, and SO4
2� may be the dominant

aqueous species of Cd, Se, Zn, and S when pH is within 4.5e5.6
(Takeno, 2005). As mentioned above, the photo-oxidation is
a proton-generating process, as supported by the observed
decrease in pH. Thus, the following reaction stoichiometry was
proposed for simple water chemistries:

Cd5:68SeZn4:1Sx þ ðx� 8:78ÞH2Oþ ð1:5xþ 6:39ÞO2%
UV

5:68Cd2þ

þ SeO2�
4 þ 4:1Zn2þ þ xSO2�

4 þ ð2x� 17:56ÞHþ

The above chemical formula of PDDA-coated QDs was estimated
on the basis of the total element composition measurement with
ICP-MS (see details in section S3). As illustrated in Fig. S6, the
photo-degradation products (Cd2þ, SeO4

2�, and Zn2þ) may diffuse
out of the core-shell structure, resulting in the reduction of the
hydrodynamic sizes of QDs as observed by DLS (see Fig. S6).
Moreover, the reduction in particle size may also be resulted from
the solution pH changes as indicated above. As the solution pH
decreased and the interparticle repulsion from the electrostatic
force was increased, which could prevent QDs from aggregation
Fig. 6. Dissolution kinetics of three types of QDs in air-saturated DI water (initial pH
and lead to a shift in the hydrodynamic size distribution. More
discussions about the change of particles size of QDs during UV
irradiation was provided in section S10.

3.8. Reaction kinetics analysis

On the basis of the reaction stoichiometry, the dissolution of
QDs may follow first-order kinetics, and the rate of Cd2þ release is
expressed as:

rCd2þ ¼ d
�
Cd2þ�
dt

¼ kCd2þ ½Cd5:68SeZn4:1Sx�½O2�1:5xþ6:39

¼ kCd2þ

(
M0 �

�
Cd2þ�
5:68

)
½O2�1:5xþ6:39 (1)

where rCd2þ is the release rate of Cd2þ (mol/(L h)), kCd2þ is the
reaction rate constant (mol/h), [Cd2þ], [Cd5.68SeZn4.1Sx], and [O2]
are the molar concentrations (mol/L) of released Cd2þ, the QD core,
and DO, respectively; and M0 is the molar concentration (mol/L) of
the original QDs before UV irradiation. Here we can define the
pseudo-first-order rate constant (h�1), kCdobs ¼ kCd2þ ½O2�1:5xþ6:39,
where [O2] was found to be constant over time. Rearranging Eq. (1),
the Cd2þ release rate can be expressed as:

rCd2þ ¼ d
�
Cd2þ�
dt

¼ kCdobs

 
M0 �

�
Cd2þ

�
5:68

!
(2)

Integration of Eq. (2) yields:

�5:68 ln

 
M0 �

�
Cd2þ�
5:68

!
¼ kCdobst þ A (3)

where A¼�5.68lnM0 because when t is zero, [Cd2þ]released is zero.
Likewise, the dissolution kinetic equation for Se release can also be
derived similarly. The kinetic Eqs. (1)e(3) are actually developed for
5.6, initial concentration of QDs 140� 3 mg-Cd/L, and UV intensity 1.35 mW/cm2).



Fig. 7. (a) Dissolution kinetics of PDDA-coated QDs in the presence and absence of scavengers (initial concentration of QDs 140� 3 mg-Cd/L, t-BuOH 30 mM, L-histidine 80 mM, and
SOD 2000 unit/L), (b) UVeVis absorption spectra of PDDA-coated QDs in the presence of XTT as a function of irradiation time (initial concentration of QDs 1.4� 0.03 mg-Cd/L and
XTT 0.15 mM).
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ideal homogeneous reactants (e.g., molecules or ions). However,
QDs exhibited particle-like heterogeneous properties. From
Figs. 2e6, we can easily observe that QDs were not completely
dissolved in all cases as similarly observed for the dissolution of Ag
nanoparticles (Kittler et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2011b). The degree of
dissolution for nanoparticles depended on the total surface areas
available for reactions and the mass transfer of electron acceptor to
the available surfaces. The complete dissolution of QDs should be
theoretically possible with sufficient oxygen supply and infinite
reaction time. The observed equilibrium clearly does not corre-
spond to the real physicochemical “equilibrium”. The released ions
accumulated on the surface and may block the oxygen transfer to
the core of QDs, resulting in the quasi-equilibrium due to the lack of
available surface area for oxidation. In other words, in the realistic
dissolution process (e.g., no aeration or hydrodynamic disturbance),
the final quasi-equilibrated concentrations of Cd or Se we observed
would be less than the total Cd or Se concentrations of QDs. Thus,M0
in the kinetic Eqs. (1)e(3) is not the total molar concentration of
QDs when quasi-equilibrium occurred. To determine the actualM0,
we treated M0 and kobs as the fitting parameters and fitted the
experimental data in Figs. 2, 4, and 6 using Eq. (3). Figs. S8eS10
compares the fitting curves and the experimental results, which
well agreed with each other. Tables S4 and S5 summarize the
correlation coefficients (R2) and fitted values of rate constants and
M0. R2 ranged from 0.96 to 0.99, indicating that the kinetic model in
Eqs. (1)e(3) could explain at least 96% of the variance of the
experimental data. Apparently, the irradiation intensity, tempera-
ture, and surface coating all influenced the magnitude of kCdobs and

kSeobs. The increasing irradiation intensity increased both kCdobs and

kSeobs, while had a minor effect on M0. This might be reasonable
because increasing irradiation intensity will increase the ROS
formation and thus the oxidation rate. However, irradiation inten-
sity does not affect the surface areas of QDs and thus exerts no
effects on M0. Regarding the surface coating effect, kCdobs and kSeobs
were highest for PDDA-coated QDs, followed by PEG-carboxylic
acid-coated and PEG-amine-coated QDs. Overall, the kinetic equa-
tion in Eq. (3)waswell fitted to the experimental data under various
conditions; particularly, the fitted values of M0 were less than the
totalmolar concentration of QDs (i.e.,140 mg-Cd/L or 1.2 mmol-Cd/L),
which supported our previous assumption.

4. Conclusions

An understanding of the environmental fate and transformation
of QDs is needed to establish a thorough evaluation of the potential
environmental and ecological risks of its emerging applications.
Although the number of studies examining the weathering process
of QDs is considerable, our knowledge on the mechanisms and
dissolution kinetics is limited. To this end, the data reported in this
study begins to fill the knowledge gaps regarding the mechanisms
and kinetics of dissolution of QDs. The results suggest that the
dissolution mechanism of polymer-coated QDs under UV irradia-
tion was driven by the photo-oxidation that involves the formation
of O$�

2 . The dissolution kinetics of QDs is first order with respect to
[QDs] and is affected by various environment factors (i.e., irradia-
tion intensity, DO, temperature, and HA), and surface coatings.
Although relatively simplewater chemistries were used to facilitate
the dissolution experiments and mechanism analysis, this study
provide a certain insight into the potential fate and the aqueous
reactionmechanisms in the presence of UV irradiation, which is not
only naturally present in the environment but also used as a water
purification method. Our study also implies that when QDs enter
the UV treatment process, they could either totally dissolve into
ions or survive as particles depending on the UV exposure condi-
tions (e.g., irradiation intensity and exposure time). Thus, to
improve the removal efficiency of QDs, knowledge of the dissolu-
tion kinetics is imperative.
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